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Introduction:  
A dominant account of the resurgent concept of world literature emerges, today, in its 
designation of instances of contemporary postcolonial fiction, as a cognate of multinational 
capital. Critiqued for distributing native information globally, Anglophonic world-fiction 
from the South, in particular, is charged with profiting from iniquitous distributions of labour 
and cultural visibility, within a systemically uneven world-order. For the purposes of brevity 
and by way of a heuristic, we might think, here, of Pascale Casanova’s digest of 
transnationally visible writers from the spaces of Europe’s erstwhile colonies, who are 
charged with an exemplary lack of originality, or, what is the same, a demonstrable 
ideological “conformity” to the dominant linguistic values of a stratified, transnational 
readership. Identifying a “sort of repertoire of the different types and forms of literary 
domination”, she cites four paradigmatic examples of “assimilated” writers, V.S Naipaul, 
Henri Michaux, E.M. Cioran, and Charles Ferdinand Ramuz (215). This typology of 
assimilationist writing is linked reflexively, across the sweeping, comparative scope of her 
discussion, to a critique of categories of ‘commonwealth’ and also francophonic literatures, 
through the contention that these very rubrics allow metropolitan markets (London and Paris, 
in her exposition) to “lay claim to, and then annex, peripheral literary innovations under a 
central linguistic aegis” (p.120). While it is not my purpose today to engage this position at 
length, let us note, as a starting point, that on the one hand, such a view tendentially consigns 
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the forms and particular historicity of postcolonial literature another time –  or after 
decolonization and Independence, in the context of today’s world-capitalist system– to the 
position of belated arrivants within the order of metropolitan space. On, what is the same, by 
placing the literary culture of the core under the sign of linguistic “annexation”, the model 
reduces the writerly constraints under which processes of novelization in the periphery have 
historically operated, to the illustrative choices of linguistic-ethnographic assimilation 
(Naipaul) or radical differentiation (Ngugi wa Thiong’o).     
 
Within the context of such contentions, Peter Hitchcock has proposed that the twentieth-
century genre of postcolonial “long fiction” offers an exemplary interruption of the protocols 
of world-fiction, considered within the coordinates of globalization. For Hitchcock, 
protracted uses of the novel in the spaces of the postcolony -- in quartets, trilogies, as well as 
the novel’s engagement with other modes of seriality through practices of canonization or 
adaptation –  register the impact of decolonization on writerly forms of duration; featuring, 
thereby, as point of both extension and contradiction within a circumscribed repertoire of 
representational and linguistic resources. Linking the experience of decolonization to the 
literary form of long fiction, Hitchcock identifies the “novel in series” not so much through 
thematic convergences in the works that comprise his comparative study, but through the 
force of an oscillating “temporal imperative” – that is to say, the imperative of an unbound 
persistence, through, or rather, past, insistently causal narrations of time and place, whose 
particular periodicities might, for example, split off and contain the colonial from the 
postcolonial, or the episode of Independence from the on-going struggle for decolonization 
within altered formations of international capital (Hitchcock, 2011, 26).  
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In the Spectre of Comparisons, Benedict Anderson tells us that “the origin of 
nationalism…lives by making comparisons”—a lapidary comment on how the nation, or this 
work of living, is staged through ghostly objects of intention: Through the redoubt of Jose 
Rizal’s double-consciousness, Anderson demonstrates how place impresses its presence just 
where it is is not, in diaspora, migration and exile. In Peng Cheah’s allusive elaboration, the 
spirit of the nation, as it were, arises in Rizal’s novels of Philippines nationalism as, at once, a 
restive, fundamentally unsecured appeal to origins, and also the inevitable discovery of 
secondariness -- or that imperative of comparison within a social order, subjected, 
everywhere, to the itinerant velocities of capital. Where for Anderson, the modality of 
unbound seriality – and its exemplary materialization in the newspaper – subtends the 
accomplishment of now-time in national identification, Hitchcock loosens the narrative logic 
of iterated duration from its supporting role within the premise of a sociologically contained 
national imaginary: It is not evident, from Anderson’s argument, that the narrative logic of 
seriality is either a unique or even fundamental precondition of the nation, so, as Hitchcock 
suggests, one can accept the premise of imaginary identification (and also the optimism of its 
historical desiring) while still “doubting the degree of its force as well as the shared nature of 
categories”. Slackened from causality, and even, perhaps a technological determinism in 
Andersonian thesis on print-capitalism, the time and topos of seriality becomes a potentially 
punctuated form, capable of holding open the “ambivalence” of its object – what Anderson 
identified, via Rizal, as the desideratum of identity-in-place. Embedded within the expansive 
simultaneity of novel and nation, the mode of long fiction surely participates in a story-line, 
as also in the address to an actively imagined readership, over a protracted period. Yet the 
force of staggered narrative engagement “serially undoes” its mechanistic obligation to the 
time of the nation: the phantomatic interval of disjunction (which Anderson associates with 
comparison), but also the misfiring of aimless or unobjectifiable affect, overshoot the 
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narrative of a synchronically accomplished present. At stake in this process of narrative 
lengthening, foreshortening, figural appearance and extinction, are: The lived experience of 
place and distance as narrated, say, through modes of chronicling or witness; as also the 
historical parameters that made a partici;ar specification of space operative, and content-
filled, for the novel, as such. Put differently, what is serially unwound and reconstellated into 
new, internally contradictory configurations – or another order of double-consciousness --is 
the plenum of sociological markers, e.g. caste-names, divisions of labour within a particular 
mode of production, sectarian professions, their codification in dress, diet, or the sexual 
stratifications of space, that gave content to the bounded ecology of communal identification 
-- a digest of facticities, in other words, that were relatively standardized through the diction 
of reportage, or amateur uses of the ethnographic survey. 
  
I read the last major fiction of the foundational modern Bengali novelist, Bibhutibhushan 
Bandopadhyay, entitled Oshoni Shongket (Distant Thunder) (1946; pub.1959) by way of its 
cinematic adaptation, nearly three decades later, in Satyajit Ray’s 1973 film of the same title. 
While Hitchcock’s thesis on the “open seriality” of long fiction is strikingly emblematized by 
Bandopadhyay’s novelistic oeuvre itself, it is also, intensively materialized in Ray’s 
canonical adaptations of the novelist’s pastoralist aesthetic, involving, most famously, 
Bandopadhyay’s foundational two-part use of the Bildungsroman in Pather Panchali (Song 
of the Road; first serialized in literary periodical in 1928 and then published as a book the 
following year) and Aparojita (The Unvanquished); the selections from the latter two-thirds 
of The Unvanquished would be extrapolated and further serialized into the final instalment of 
Ray’s trilogy, as Apur Sansar.  
 
FOR DRAFT PURPOSES ONLY: DO NOT CITE WITHOUT AUTHOR’S PERMISSION 
5 
 
Dipesh Chakrabarty: on the Bengali memorization of Partition argues that the elemental 
qualities of Bandhopadhyay’s depictions of archetypal rural life, in its saturation with details 
of everyday life, would become a basis of powerful affective engagement for an essentially 
urbanized Bengali middle-class readership, especially in the post-Partition years, when 
counter-images of homeless and displacement became ubiquitous : “ a place, it is true, 
marked by suffering, poverty and sometimes a meanness of spirit….but yet the abode of 
intimacy, innocence and kinship”  in “Remembered Villages: Representation of Hindu-
Bengali Memories in the Aftermath of the Partition', Economic and Political Weekly (10 
August 1996)”. Nischindapur of the PP and A, along the banks of Icchamat, a transboundary 
river between Bangladesh and the state of West Bengal in India. 
Serialization:  
Lodging itself in the intervals within Bandhopadhyay’s novelistic corpus, as much as between 
these writerly fictions and the work of serialised adaption, Ray’s film, arguably, etiolates the 
sociologically bounded markers of Bandhopadhya’s rural Bengal, collating and re-
conceptualizing their details through globally intelligible idioms of progressivist 
internationalism. This, via movements of translation, circulation and a self-conscious claim 
upon the worldly contemporaneity of the filmic medium. Accordingly, Ray’s ostensible 
elevation of Distant Thunder’s plangent narrative of the Great Bengal Famine of 1943 – as 
witnessed through the eyes of a Brahmin village doctor and his wife in undivided Bengal – 
might be seen, pace Hitchcock, as formalizing the “open seriality of decolonization” itself.  
 
In what follows, I suggest that the dialogic interval between the novel and the film is not only 
proleptic, that is, a politicised address to a national present through the collective memory of 
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the Great Famine of ’43; and its decisive impact on literary and artistic commitments during 
the subcontinent’s transition from colony to the dirigiste modernity of the nation-state. 
Reading back from Ray, the social world of Distant Thunder emerges, again, as the very 
object of technology, whether print or cinematic. It is the technological object that intercedes 
–like the spectre in comparison, in Hitchcock’s powerful turn on the phrase– as a substitute 
for the quality of time that at once connects and disjoins the novel from the circumstances of 
its adaptation. A such, the event but also image of famine; the mid-century literary artistic 
legacies that these came to emblematize, and to which the content as well as closures of 
Bandhopadhyay’s erratic, and for many, insufficient realism must also be seen to participate, 
emerge as a “man-made” or technologically-mediated cipher for the perceptual quandaries of 
a transnationalized order of space-time.  
  
 Written between 1945 and ’46, Bandopadhyay’s novel turns largely on the 
perspective of its principle character, Gangacharan, a poor Brahmin with a basic primary 
school education, who migrates with his wife Ananga, and two young sons, to a recently 
settled village of even poorer, lower-caste jute and paddy farmers --  a place so insignificant, 
even in the scale of the couple’s perigrinations from village to village, across a radius of 18 
hard miles in their search for a viable livelihood, that it is simply called New Village [Notun 
Gaán]. Within these elongated contours of small space and an episodic chronicling of slow 
time, Gangacharan is distinguished through caste-based qualifiers of innate shrewdness and 
habitual self-interest: He identifies his competitive advantage in being the only Brahmin in a 
community that arises precariously, in the wake of collective displacement, following the 
silting of the river further downstream. He finds initial stability and a degree of material well-
being – though never anything approaching affluence—through petty exploitations of his 
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status within a caste-based regime of literacy and social entitlement, the latter proceeding 
through a corrupted economy of the  gift of daan, the freely given, or rather, unmonetized 
donation in return for ritual services -- these petty modes of exploitation and accumulation 
are narrated, at the outset of the work, through wryly humorous depictions of typical Brahmin 
trickery. In insights that are not without their own pathos, the narrative also comments on the 
social capital of English (having studied the language in primary school, Gangacharan has 
access to manuals on elementary hygiene, which serve his interests, as of the communities’, 
albeit in differing ways and scales, when he effectively quarantines members of a 
neighbouring village and regulates the intake of contaminated food under the guise of sacred 
taboo; in exchange, he receives modest monetary donations, the ritual gifts of grain, and 
some clothing for Ananga; we are told, these items take him to the “limit of his 
ambitions…after having starved with his family in Bhatchala [his ancestral home] he couldn’t 
ask for anything more ) While Gangacharan takes up his duties as local priest, of greater 
interest to the narrative is his initiative, with the monetary help of the village’s well-off grain 
trader, in starting a primary school, and in serving, episodically, as the village doctor -- a role 
that becomes significant by way of historically accurate references to outbreaks of cholera 
and malaria following a tropical cyclone in the district of Midnapore and three tidal waves in 
October 1942, which also damaged much of the ‘aman’ or winter rice crop. Under the titular 
signal of an approaching yet near-imperceptible catastrophe, the plot-line constrains itself to 
the months leading up to the devastation of the ‘43 famine; between official estimates and 
their disputed figures, fatalities from starvation and epidemics would stand, in the course of 
one year, between three and five million.  
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In The Spectre of Comparisons, Anderson describes the newspaper as a rhetorical space in 
which the action of serial thinking “diachronically runs up and down” the empty homogenous 
time of capital, while also extending “synchronically” straight across the page (34) 
Relegating an entirely shattered colonial economy to the distant margins of New Village, 
Bandopadhyay’s characters are compelled, with increasing urgency to make vertical 
connections between signs that remain at once terrifying and obscure, insofar as these signals 
remain separated by vast gaps so celestial in their emptiness, as to forestall both imagination 
and the art of textual divination. The mention of war is the most proximate exposition of the 
title as an allusion to what is widely held to be the disastrous colonial policy of requisitioning 
rice for British troops in Burma and the Middle East. In the context of official British 
propaganda against “panic-hoarding” the refusal of provincial administrations to use the term 
‘famine’, as developed in the Indian Famine Code of the 1880’s to measure scales of food 
insecurity, district officers denied accumulation of stocks to local populaces; with the fall of 
Singapore and then Rangoon in March 1942, Bengal became inundated with refugees 
crossing East and North-Eastern borders. By 1943, Churchill, who had been explicit in his 
exclusive concern with famine-related starvations in Nazi-occupied Greece, would deny the 
release of ships, deployed in the Atlantic, to transport rice to India. This concatenation of 
events would effectively shatter commodity markets across rural Bengal, depleting the supply 
of essentials such kerosene and oil, while subjecting food-prices to hyper-inflation. As the 
historical catalyst of the famine, world war is, indeed, novelized as dynamically over-
reaching a reductive colonizer-native dyad – in this, the work shares with the premises of the 
insurgent fiction of the famine, from the Bangla novel Chintamani  (1946) by Marxist Manik 
Bandhopadhyay, Tarashankar Bandhopadhyaya’s Tale of Hansuli Turn (1951) to the 
Anglophonic works of Bhabhani Bhattcharya, So Many Hungers  (1947) and He Who Rides 
who Rides a Tiger (1955) -- yet the war is articulated by the narrative through exceptional 
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conceptual brevity. Even as the world at large is situated conjuncturally, and very precisely, 
at the intersection of imperial geographies, the failures of indigenous as well as colonial 
leaderships, and semi-feudal modes of exploitation that extended across metro and 
countryside, the emblem of war enters the text nearly forty pages in, in the reported sounds of 
fighter planes in the sky, and through word-of-mouth relays of information – not unlike the 
escalating price of rice whose periodic inscription into the text metonymically links episode 
with episode, increasingly subjecting these connections of plot and persons, to the forward 
thrust of the narrative. Marking the relentless forward-movement of clock and calendrical 
time, Singapore and Burma, are referenced as temporal indices of current events, and the 
moment, in particular, of the Spring of 1942, even as they are internally focalized, through 
Gangacharan’s pretensions, as unspatializable markers of crisis: while Gangacharan is both 
discomfited and excited when he first hears mention of Burma, he reflects on how he is 
necessarily out of touch with happenings because of the lack of newspapers in “this remote 
place”; with new-found awareness, he informs his illiterate audience at another point, that the 
‘pur’ of Singapur, is located in the province of Midnapore, somewhere off the temple-town of 
Puri.  Metafictively, however, in an approximation of that other condition of seriality--the 
worldliness that characterizes the newspaper in its presumptive contemporaneity with the 
time of a broader world -- the novel positions these phonetically iterable signs of the 
convergence between lived experience and the abstract time of world war and world markets, 
as pointing everywhere -- or at all points on the page -- to the action of closure; the bodies of 
these characters have already been overwritten with the lisible facts of famine.  
 
Looping through redoubled figures of sudden departure and haunting reappearance, the novel 
unwinds its narrative of advancing destitution by driving it forward to a stark conclusion that 
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brings famine to the home: Durga Pundit, the destitute Brahmin who first begs from 
Gangacharan while educating him about a distant war in Burma, and who reappears, in 
interludes in the middle of the novel, to be granted a meals from Angana’s small ration of rice 
and a night of relief on her porch despite the husband’s reluctance, returns, a final time, as a 
refugee with a family of eight to the outer portals of their house. Emblematizing the 
narrative’s serially encroaching claims against the imperatives of survival, self-preservation 
and filiation, these serialized figures of destitution and migrancy find an abbreviated 
conclusion in the death of Moti, Angana’s beloved friend from her happy days in Bhatchala, 
the village that she leaves in order to settle in Notun Gaan. An untouchable leather tanner, 
Moti walks the long eighteen miles to Angana after the decimation of her family through 
disease; together with the lower-caste wife of a jute cultivator, Kapalir bou, the three women 
share whatever they forage from margins of the village, in scrubland and the foliage of the 
pond, yet they never breach the taboo of touch. Delirious from starvation at the conclusion of 
the novel, Moti lies down outside the untouchable confines of the Brahmin household while 
Angana, severely weakened from giving birth to a new baby, sends her son with a squash of 
pumpkin leaves and wild arum– and thus fails, to the end, to physically cross the injunction 
against touch. Moti dies alone, and on Angana’s urging, Gangacharan, Durga Pundit and 
Kapalir Bou perform the last rites, breaching the ordinances of Brahmanical authority while 
bearing witness to its redoubled violence, written onto the feminine body of caste.  The 
tableau suggests the promise of a social and even, perhaps, political awakening to new-found 
modes of solidarity; rather remarkably, the work curtails the serialized figure of displacement 
and death, where it really does not have to, in order to register, instead, the convergence of 
immanent historical or ethnographic fact, with the distant sign-structures of language: It is not 
this emergent object of novelistic desire, however, but its duration, the question, really, of its 
survival, that becomes unbound from both conviction and formal closure –a wavering, I 
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think, around the more incisive insight of the Frankfurt School, that form cannot quite furnish 
the consolation that life, in its sheer endurance, may. Gopal 76 
 
Bandopadhyay’s final novel about survival, the precarity of life associated with semi-feudal 
modes of filiation, work and conviviality, and cataclysmic forces of social change that might 
also be transformative of the “work of living”, has been read as a despairing restatement of 
the “organic” naturalism to which his oeuvre is typically subsumed. Bandhopadhyaya 
certainly had no radical political leanings; his uses of Bangla were not officially affiliated 
with the Progressive Writers Association attempt to vernacularize modalities of critical 
realism; his association with the radical Indian People’s Theatre Association is established 
indirectly, and only late in life, through Ray’s interlocution, though not participation in, with 
that movement. Nevertheless, Distant Thunder must situated within the broader conjuncture 
of artistic and literary responses, across Indian languages, including English, to the 
exceptional political and epistemic exigencies that came to be signalled by the Great Bengal 
Famine:   These arose, at the actively perceived conjuncture of imperialist, capitalist, feudal 
and patriarchal modes of violence, as a concerted concern with the shaping-powers of 
language: The overarching idiom of the novel’s title – in famine as a figure without a name—
suggests the novel’s concern with how the action of language on the matter of land and the 
body could naturalize the “man-made” causes of dire immiseration and ecological 
catastrophe; on the other hand, if language structures the order and materialities of 
perception, the linguistic act could also serve as the medium of social transformation.  
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Distant Thunder, the film, was produced two years after the Bangladesh Liberation War, an 
event that entailed a direct conflict between India and Pakistan, while serving also as a 
complex theatre of confrontation between three Cold War hegemons; the war would 
dramatically transform the geopolitical space of South-Asia by inaugurating Bangladesh as 
the seventh-most populous nation in the world. Within this larger frame of reference, we 
might revisit the contextualist claim, which rightly holds that Ray’s oeuvre was attendant to 
the Nehruvian process of left-elite directed nation-building. Ray’s aesthetic of bourgeois left- 
cosmopolitanism, however, was certainly concretized through pervasive contact with the 
popular  Leninist programmes of the IPTA and the PWA; indeed, the presence of the IPTA, 
in post-Independence Calcutta, was felt intensely within committed middle-class 
constituencies, and would retain its force over public memory as nowhere else in the post-
Independent context, in part because of a series of Left-front governments that held sway, 
after the lifting of the Emergency, from 1977 until 2011. Keya Ganguly has emphazised how 
Ray’s internationalist identity extends, through the IPTA’s own translational activities, to 
conceptual and praxiological developments that germinated in post-War new wave 
movements, to travel across Continental and Eastern Europe, Latin America and Africa. If, in 
the present globalist conjuncture, categories of internationalism and also Nehruvian national-
modernism (in Kapur’s formulation) have lost much of their normative cogency, as well as 
the force of the twentieth-century periodicities they describe, the specificities of Ray’s 
practice, which remain attached to the contradictions of North and South, core-periphery, 
might be revisited not so much because they exemplify a Third or even national Cinema, but 
because they comprise what Ganguly formulates as a definitive conceptualist aesthetic, for an 
integrated yet uneven world-system–a reorientation from questions of cultural style (as also 
over-rehearsed mid-century distinctions between realism and modernism) toward the 
proposition that history is transmitted through form, and therefore, that peripheral artistic 
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practices are not so much constituted through distance from a dominant cultural order as 
much as marked by the same socio-historical contradictions that make the difference lisble in 
the first place. This is an insight that can surely be extended backwards, to 
Bandhopadhyaya’s reflexive depictions of the attempt to interpret the sign of famine, even as 
processes of novelization in the work find legibility through their precondition in the 
excessive visibility of social suffering, as it splits between historically operative discourses of 
victimization and national awakening (17) 
 
Commenting on the affect of fascination in Walter’s Benjamin’s absorption with images, 
Ackbar Abbas claims that  
history, in the sense of “things as they are” remains invisible and can only be 
represented by something other than itself. In Freud, such a ratio gives rise to the 
sexual fetish, a surrogate or substitute for that forever missing object, the female 
phallus. In Benjamin, this is the moment when the image – monadic, apotropaic, 
destructive of appearances – come into their own (Abbas, 46 Ön Fascination: Walter 
Benjamin’s Images 
This idiom of the anti-magical magic of the image, as it comes into its own, may be extended 
back to Anderson’s debt to Benjamin: The regulative time of capital, advanced through the 
markings of clock and calendar abbreviate an expansive sense of duration – one that 
Benjamin, in ‘The Story Teller’, analyses of an effect of those feudal modes of production 
that subtend the rhythms and sonalities of repetitive handwork, the affect of boredom in the 
absence of regulated intervals between work and leisure-time, and the diurnal movements of 
day into night, into seasons. It is the rhythmicities of technology, in fact, that mediates 
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Benjamin’s own organic fiction of pre-modern logics of narrative causality, with a temporal 
regime ordered, through late capital, by the modalities historiographic information and linear 
periodicity: Naturalism is the process of technological movement, and this paradox finds 
emblematic form in the fetish of the proximate, living woman-- a thoroughly refractory 
image, in effect, which renders perceptible the disappearance of a world in which the 
expansive experience of life, including death, was comprehensible (Ganguly,16).  
 
Fetish Images 1 from RAY 
Fetish Image 2 from RAY 
 
What speaks through the loving attachment to a body-fetish—whether eroticized, ethnicized 
or skelatized (in Ray’s reading) – is, of course, the most compelling drama of the “work of 
living”, where the story-line of loss and recuperation may be coded as consolatory, 
revolutionary or universal. But what effectively absorbs is the phantomatic interval of 
disjunction and the depredations of comparison -- from our point of view, the transfixing 
image of a “receding past”. To paraphrase Ganguly, fascination is an especially recursive 
mode of attention that concentrates upon the uncanny appearance of the very apparatus of 
loss—a form of emergent historical awareness, in a conjuncture for which the very 
understanding of the real has been de-materialized. This loss is not what Mihir Bhattcharya, 
in a paradigmatic reading of Bandopadhyay’s “hit or miss” realism, identifies as the 
fundamental obsolescence of the novel, Distant Thunder, a work that failed to be 
contemporaneous even with radical insurgent fictions of the Bengal famine from the time due 
to its inability to conceptualize and thus raise to a singular image, the social production of 
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hunger and greed, and therefore, also, as Bhattcharya contends, of a happiness whose 
substance might rise above the exigencies of survivalism. But we could also suggest that the 
“apotropaic” image of place in Bandhopadhyay, as indeed, the disciplinary fetish of unified 
literary form, for the critic, are each, in turn, substitutes for a loss in time, a loss that returns, 
through the intervals within and between novel and film, as what stays invisible, missing, to 
be recuperated, serially, or paratactically, by other means.  Whether the visible body, or the 
apparatus of visibility on which its historical significance of such depends – these emerge as 
the spectre in the variegated times of Distant Thunder, and therefore, as the medium for 
transmitting the historical vagaries and revolutions within the power of perception. 
 
 
